Expression of c-erbB-2 protein and epidermal growth factor receptor in normal tissues of the female genital tract and in the placenta.
The c-erbB-2 (HER-2/neu) protein is a membrane glycoprotein growth factor receptor that has molecular homology with the epidermal growth factor receptor (EGFR). To investigate the relationship between the expression of c-erbB-2 protein and EGFR in the tissues of the human female genital tract and in the placenta, we examined the immunohistochemical reactivity of monoclonal antibodies against both of these proteins. In the müllerian-derived genital tract, epithelial cells of the fallopian tube, endometrium, and endocervix showed reactivity for c-erbB-2 protein, whereas reactivity for EGFR was distributed mainly in the stromal cells throughout the menstrual cycle and during pregnancy. In addition, the staining intensity for EGFR in the endometrial stroma increased with its decidualization. In the exocervical squamous epithelium, basal cells were c-erbB-2 protein-negative and EGFR-positive, but the more differentiated squamous cells of the intermediate layer were c-erbB-2 protein-positive and EGFR-negative. In the placental tissues, cytotrophoblasts and syncytiotrophoblasts of the chorionic villi were c-erbB-2 protein-negative and EGFR-positive. In contrast, intermediate trophoblasts in the extravillous space were c-erbB-2 protein-positive and EGFR-negative. Thus, there is an inverse relationship between the expression of c-erbB-2 protein and EGFR in the tissues of the female genital tract and in the placenta. This suggests that there may be a regulatory mechanism(s) for the expression of both proteins that is associated with the differentiation and/or function of cells in the female genital tract and the placenta.